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Analysis of progression in spoken English by newcomer migrant-background learners 
has traditionally oscillated between formal assessment of oral proficiency and 
ethnographic description of naturally occurring peer discourse. This paper reports on 
data gathered from a longitudinal study of newly-arrived students with English as an 
additional language (EAL) in secondary schools in England. The corpus examined 
consists of semi-structured interviews with 22 students of different L1 backgrounds, 
each interviewed twice within a 12 month interval. Findings reveal marked 
improvement in comprehension with greatly reduced reliance on interpreters and 
clarification requests; limited range in use of verb tense, with heavy reliance on the 
present tense; areas of improvement in communicative function of speech mainly 
limited to conjecture, likes and dislikes, and expressions of feeling. Progression in the 
use of reported speech was limited for the group as a whole but where it was used it 
shed light on the individual’s language development and into their views on their 
social experiences in their new environment. We argue that there is an urgent need for 
EAL practitioners and researchers to measure language development along similar 
lines in order to ground future policy-making in evidential knowledge of patterns of 
development in oral expression in English. 
Keywords 
EAL; oral second language development; reported speech; longitudinal data; second 
language interviews. 




Despite the growing evidence of the correlation between English as an Additional Language 
(EAL) learners’ competence in spoken English and their performance in reading (Babayigit 
2012), subject learning (Strand and Demie 2005; Demie and Strand 2006), and social 
integration (Derwing and Waugh 2012) relatively little research attention has been devoted to 
empirical analysis of oral language development in this context (Bygate 1998; Saunders and 
O’Brien 2006). Furthermore, Genesee et al. (2006) emphasise the importance of 
‘developmental research on oral language, literacy and academic achievement of ELLs’ in 
order to understand ‘how student competencies change over time and the maturational, socio-
cultural, and pedagogical factors that facilitate or impede change’ (228). 
Progression in children’s command of a second language is marked by an expanding 
‘repertoire of usage’ as they extend the scope and depth of the form and functions of the 
language (Bailey and Heritage 2014, 495). Form and function do not develop independently 
of one another but are interlinked through usage. Researchers have also tended to accept that 
the multidimensional complexity of second language development does not follow a linear 
trajectory and have described it in other visual terms, such as ‘U shaped’ (Larsen-Freeman 
and Cameron 2008) or in more inherently dynamic terms such as a ‘dance’ (De Bot, Lowie 
and Verspoor 2007, 9).  In terms of theories of second language acquisition this view of 
progression is consistent with an interactionist perspective which contends that ‘incremental, 
non-linear changes (not necessarily target-oriented) in patterns of language use can be taken 
as indications that gradual learning is taking place’ (Norris and Ortega 2003, 727). 
Researching English language development of EAL students in school has 
conventionally been  either through formal task-based assessment (e.g. Norris 2016) or 
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through analysis of peer interactions in naturalistic settings inside or outside the classroom 
(Leung 2013; Saxena and Martin-Jones 2013; Ćatibušić and Little 2014).  Interviews have, of 
course, long been used as modes of testing foreign language oral proficiency as in Oral 
Proficiency Interviews (OPIs) and Language Proficiency Interviews (LPIs) (Young and He 
1998) and the use of interview-format tests has been the subject of much debate in language 
assessment literature (Turner 1998). However, assessment of performance in such tests is 
usually explicitly language-focused and this purpose is understood by both interviewer and 
interviewee, with the latter often being allowed to prepare their performance beforehand 
through, for instance, being told in advance which topics will be the subject of the 
conversations. In our study the interviews were not conceived as formal language tests but 
the language generated ‘naturalistically’ served as evidence of the students’ English language 
progression. Rarely have researchers working in this field adopted an integrated perspective 
of linguistic progression through a dual focus on EAL learners’ English language 
development and their authentic reflections on their lives or on the socio-educational 
experiences of their new environment. 
In the domain of researching progression of EAL students’ competence in English the 
use of interviews remains scarce possibly due to the difficulties of gathering longitudinal data 
of this nature and the investment of sufficient time for each interview to elicit evidence of 
competence in speaking English. However, logistical issues aside, the semi-structured 
interview format offers several advantages for investigating a student’s developing 
competence in the language
i
. Firstly, the focus on authentic topics of interest and concern 
(‘authentic’ in the sense that they were used to elicit answers which draw on the 
interviewee’s personal experiences, beliefs and aspirations) means that the attention of both 
interlocutors is on the message rather than on the medium and thus the interaction can be 
legitimately defined as authentic communicative discourse. On the other hand, unlike 
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analysis of naturally occurring peer discourse which is by definition unpredictable in the 
focus and scope of the language generated, the elicitation of targeted features of language can 
be triggered through the predetermined areas of questioning (e.g. questions about future plans 
in order to prompt talk that might demonstrate conjectural competence or the use of different 
verb tenses or verbal phrases). 
This paper examines the issue of progression of oral competence in English of newly-
arrived migrant-background children on the basis of evidence from pupil interviews 
conducted during a small scale longitudinal study of secondary school aged learners. This 
study addresses the following questions: 
 What are the patterns of development over the first eighteen months of 
residence in England, in terms of formal, functional and interactional features 
of discourse? 
 How do the children use reported speech to express their perceptions of their 
social experiences in the new environment? 
The decision to focus on the students’ use of reported speech emerged following preliminary 
analysis of the recordings and transcripts when it became evident that this was a rhetorical 
device favoured by some, at least, of the interviewees. As noted earlier, our interest in the 
students’ use of reported speech lies in the extent to which it seemed to be an indicator of 
progression in their language development. Evidence of this progression was measured 
quantitatively in the recording of frequency of use, qualitatively in the recording of the range 
and nature of tenses and vocabulary used to frame its use, and structurally in the analysis of 
the comparative shift over time in the production of direct and indirect speech. Before 
proceeding with our account of the findings, it is important to highlight key definitions of 
components of the construct of reported speech in relation to EAL learner discourse. 
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‘Reported speech’, a term commonly used as an overarching construct to refer to the 
discursive phenomena of direct and indirect speech, has surprisingly attracted little attention 
in research on EAL learners’ language development. The interest in examining the use of 
direct speech in EAL students’ discourse relates to the relevance of several of its potential 
features as evidence of second language development and use. Firstly, direct speech 
represents a ‘dramatization’ of narrative and therefore represents an opportunity to project the 
speaker’s ‘or other characters’ identities’ (Archakis and Lampropoulou 2006, 9).  Secondly, 
the structure allows for the use of ready-made speech (heard, remembered, or generalised) to 
be re-used and therefore serves as a form of scaffolding for speech output. Thirdly, as Tannen 
(1986) pointed out, direct speech is more properly termed ‘constructed speech’ since in most 
cases there is little guarantee that it accurately reproduces what is said to have been uttered 
previously but is a verbal and semantic construction produced by the current speaker. This 
last point is particularly interesting in the case of EAL students for whom the original 
reported speech may have been in their home language rather than English. The reported 
speech may therefore sometimes operate an implicit translation between languages. Finally, 
the structure allows for the production of utterances that display differing degrees of actuality 
or hypotheticality and therefore it provides a useful resource for examining an EAL learner’s 
ability to use English to refer to reality defined by different types of status. The reported 
speech may claim to refer to a specific verbal occurrence (‘I said to mum: “Just go!”’)ii, a 
general comment on a recurrent event (‘she sometimes speaks to me in Portuguese and Miss 
says: “No please speak English. You need to learn.”’), a hypothetical reported utterance (‘if 
someone said: “that sounds creepy’”) or it may be framed as reported thought (‘in your mind, 
it’s just like “Oh my God, speak Lithuanian. I can’t understand’”). With the caveat of the 
points listed above about the imprecision of the term, we use the term ‘direct speech’ as 
shorthand for the abovementioned discourse features.  
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 The formulation of indirect speech in spontaneous dialogue arguably represents more 
of a challenge for speakers of English as an additional language than does the production of 
direct speech since the former involves manipulation of structures within the reported speech: 
namely, switches in pronoun use and in verb tense from the purported original. The indirect 
reporting thus relies on a switch of ‘point of view’ (Coulmas 1985) from that of the reported 
speaker to that of the person reporting the discourse event, and of time reference or deictic 
adjustment (Goodell and Sachs 1992), usually from the present to the past. In addition, direct 
and indirect speech can sometimes be distinguished on the basis of the speaker’s intonation: 
for instance, a rising tone indicating a question and therefore direct speech. 
Methodology 
Context and participants 
The number of children who speak English as an Additional Language (EAL) in schools in 
England has risen consistently over the past decade. The Department for Education (DfE) 
labels pupils as EAL if they ‘are exposed to a language at home that is known or believed to 
be other than English’ (DfE 2017, 10). However, it is important to note that this includes both 
newly-arrived, 1.5 generation migrants and children born in England to parents with another 
language background, therefore this in itself cannot be considered as a measure of English 
proficiency. At the time of writing, the most recent data indicate that 16.2 % of secondary 
pupils and 20.6 % of primary pupils in state-funded schools in England are currently recorded 
as EAL (DfE 2017). However, in spite of the rise in the number of EAL students in schools in 
England, changes to funding structures have led to a reduction in support services which were 
formerly provided by Local Authorities, such as access to interpreters and specialist training 
for teachers. Funding is now largely devolved to individual schools, which has led to a 
disparity in the level of support provided. In some schools, for example, specialist EAL 
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coordinators are appointed to provide extra help and additional instruction in English, while 
in other schools this responsibility falls to individual subject teachers. In addition, any EAL 
funding provided tends to be limited to students in their first three years of schooling in 
England which does not necessarily account for the length of time it can take pupils to 
develop fluency in English.  
This paper is drawn from part of a larger study which examined the language 
development, social integration and school achievement of EAL students across the East of 
England (Evans et al. 2016).  
The aim here, however, is to explore students’ progression in English based on a 
series of interviews conducted with newly-arrived students at two secondary schools in the 
East of England. The two schools, referred to as Parkland School and Kirkwood Academy, 
are located in the East of England and were selected, on the one hand, due to their 
demographic diversity and differing experience with EAL students and, on the other hand, 
due to their shared commitment to quality EAL provision. Parkland School is a large, 11-18 
comprehensive school in a multicultural urban environment where over 55 % of students 
speak English as an additional language. Kirkwood Academy is a smaller 11-16 school in a 
semi-rural area where the arrival of EAL students has been much more recent. Just over 12 % 
of students speak English as an additional language, which is below the national average. 
Twenty-two newly-arrived EAL students were selected to take part in the interviews, 
12 from Parkland School and 10 from Kirkwood Academy. These students were selected in 
consultation with the EAL co-ordinators (responsible for overseeing the academic and social 
needs of children with EAL at the school) and in accordance with the following criteria: they 
had arrived in the UK within the academic year that the study began; they represented a range 
of performance levels in English and in their general academic attainment; they represented a 
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mix of gender and year groups, and; they were from a range of first language backgrounds. 
The first languages of the students were Lithuanian (13), Polish (4), Urdu (2), Urdu/Italian 
(1), Latvian (1) and Portuguese (1). 
Interviews 
Two rounds of interviews were conducted with each student; the first in May 2014 and then 
one year later in May 2015. The aim of the interviews was twofold: to gain students’ 
perspectives on their school experience, language development and social integration (see 
Evans et al., 2016 for findings of the thematic analysis), but also to assess their ability to 
interact in English and to explore progression over time. Unlike ‘experimentally elicited’ 
learner language (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, 23) through the use, for instance, of specifically 
designed language tasks, analysis of interviews provides evidence of the development of 
‘naturally occurring’ language produced in real-life situations where the focus is on the 
content of communication but where there is also a degree of control of direction of the use 
of language through appropriately selected questions. As such, the interviews were semi-
structured and consisted of open-ended questions designed to elicit a range of linguistic 
features from students, such as the use of past, present and future tenses, expression of 
opinions and comparative structures. Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes and 
where necessary an interpreter was available to translate. The decision as to whether or not an 
interpreter was needed was made in consultation with each school’s EAL co-ordinator and 
where it was felt that the student would not be comfortable communicating in English. All 




The 44 interviews with students resulted in 20 hours, 46 minutes of recordings which were 
transcribed verbatim. They were analysed according to the following three main sets of 
features (see Tables 1-3 below for a breakdown of the features coded in each category): 
 Interactional features: Such features served as an indicator of the students’ ability to 
both understand and respond to the interviewer’s questions and include the degree of 
reliance on an interpreter. 
 Formal language features: Instances of students’ correct and attempted use of a range 
of tenses were coded as a measure of their acquisition of grammatical features. 
 Communicative language features: This includes both accurate and attempted 
communication of students’ thoughts and opinions, along with their use of direct and 
indirect speech. 
The interviews were first coded individually by two of the researchers according to the above 
framework and then moderated to ensure consistency. For the formal and communicative 
features the range of uses was scored rather than the total frequencies, therefore each correct 
or attempted use of a particular verb was only counted once. For example, if a student said ‘I 
have a sister’ this would be coded as the correct use of the present tense of the verb ‘to have’. 
If they later said ‘I have a friend’, this would not be scored again as it represents correct use 
of the same pronoun and verb. On the other hand, any variations such as ‘he has’, ‘my sister 
has’, ‘we can have’, ‘I don’t have’, and so on, were coded if they were used.  
Once coding was complete, the data were entered into SPSS and a series of non-
parametric tests were conducted. Non-parametric tests were chosen due to the small sample 
size and non-normal distribution of the data. Analysis was conducted as follows: 
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 By whole group: Wilcoxon signed rank tests were conducted to examine the 
differences between the ratings in round 1 and round 2 for each individual feature in 
order to explore progression over time. 
 By reported L1 use at home/school – Students were grouped according to whether 
they used only L1 at home and some English in school, or both English and L1 at 
home and in school. Independent samples Mann Whitney U tests were conducted to 
examine the differences for each item and category according to L1 use. 
 By friendship group – Students were grouped according to whether they reported that 
their friendship group consisted of mostly L1 speakers, a mix of L1 and L2 speakers, 
or mostly English speakers. Independent samples Kruskal-Wallis tests were 
conducted to compare the distribution of scores for each item and category across 
friendship groups with different linguistic profiles.  
Findings: Progression in interactional, formal and communicative features of speech 
Interactional features 
Improved comprehension of spoken English was indicated between the first and second 
round of interviews by a significant decrease in the frequency of interviewer recast, that is, 
the need to rephrase a question due to the student’s lack of understanding (see Table 1). 
Although scores on use of recast constituted the only measure in which change from round 1 
to round 2 was statistically significant, most of the measures of difficulties with 
comprehension decreased between the two rounds. Interpreter interventions (such as 
translations of interviewer questions or interviewee responses, or L1 exchanges with the 
interviewee prior to the latter’s response to a question in English), in particular, were greatly 
reduced in round 2. However, with some weaker students there were lingering issues of 
comprehension despite the lapse of time since their arrival at the school. For instance, 
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Krzystof (Polish boy with SEN, Parkland School) still needed the interpreter to translate the 
interviewer’s questions on 36 occasions in the round 2 interview. More broadly speaking, 
there was a significant decrease in the range of difficulties encountered in English language 
production (Z=-2.299, p=.021), as measured by the combined instances of interpreter 
scaffolding of responses in English (either by re-phrasing the question in English or by 
suggesting an English word which the student incorporated in their answer), indecipherable 
responses, pronunciation-based miscomprehension by the interviewer, and interviewer 
requests for clarification.  
[Please Insert:  Table 1: Interactional features] 
Formal language features 
With the formal features of speech which we analysed in the corpus as a whole, there were 
two main areas showing significant improvement for the sample as a whole: correct use of 
verb tenses, and use of connectives. While the analysis shows a statistically significant 
improvement for the correct use of the present, past and future tenses, we should note that the 
mean scores for correct present tense usage in rounds 1 and 2 were much higher (32.14 and 
65.86 respectively) than for other tenses. The second highest score for verb tenses used were 
correct instances of variants of the past tense (mean scores of 8.86 and 26.14 for rounds 1 and 
2 respectively). In other words, many students in the sample continued to rely exclusively on 
the present tense to express themselves in round 2. In addition, the accuracy of use of such 
formal language features was defined by measuring the proportion of correct uses out of the 
total uses attempted. As Table 2 shows, there was a significantly greater proportion of correct 
use of the present, past and future tenses in round 2 compared to round 1. 
[Please Insert here:  Table 2: Use of formal language features] 
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Communicative Language Features 
There were three main areas of communicative features of speech in which the sample as a 
whole showed significant improvement between the two rounds: use of conjecture, 
expressions of likes and dislikes, and expressions of feeling. The improvement in speech 
performance was evident in the significant increases in successful attempts at formulating 
these expressions as well as in unsuccessful attempts. In other words, the students showed 
greater willingness to express themselves using these features and they showed more success 
in using them.  
[Please Insert here:  Table 3: Use of communicative language features] 
The effect of home language use and friendship groups 
Analysis was also conducted on the above features depending on students’ reported use of 
English/L1 at home and at school and on the reported linguistic profile of their friendship 
group.  Interestingly, there was no significant effect of home and school use of the L1 on the 
spoken English performance of the students. On the other hand, having mixed language 
friendship groups (L1 and English speaking) had a more positive effect on the EAL students’ 
spoken competence than monolingual-based groups did, particularly in the first few months 
following admission to the school. EAL students in mixed friendship groups registered fewer 
problems in a range of items relating to language production and comprehension and 
registered the highest scores for correct use of a range of formal language features. Our 
findings therefore echo the view that the relationship between English language development 
and EAL learners’ use of the L1 outside of the classroom is ‘very complex’ (Saunders and 
O’Brien 2006, 31). 
The use of reported speech 
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Direct speech  
In general, direct speech was a relatively popular discourse strategy adopted by the 
interviewees. We recorded a total of 196 instances of its use by 18 students in the two 
interviews (103 instances in interview 1 and 93 instances in interview 2). Although use of 
direct speech seemed to be partly influenced by the speaker’s personality and level of 
confidence and therefore occurrence varied from heavy use by a few (one student, for 
instance, was recorded as using the device on 54 occasions) to no use of the device by others, 
overall a greater number of students used direct speech at least once in interview 2 (16 
students) than they did in interview 1 (12 students).  
The use of quotatives (Blyth, Recktenwald and Wang 1990; Buchstaller 2014), or 
expressions which introduce reported speech, by the EAL participants can also give us some 
insight into the nature of the development of their communicative competence in English. As 
shown in Table 4 below, while a range of different quotatives was used by the participants,  
the  overwhelming majority of occurrences involved variants of the verb ‘to say’ to introduce 
the reported speech.  
[Please Insert here: Table 4: Range and frequency of quotatives used in the direct speech 
utterances in the corpus] 
Indirect speech 
In our corpus, we recorded a total of 57 instances of indirect speech produced by 16 students: 
less than a third of the number of direct speech formulations produced. However, there was a 
marked increase in the number produced between the first and second interviews: 17 in the 
former and 40 in the latter. 
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As table 5 shows, the dominant tense used in the reported clause within the indirect 
speech utterances was the present tense. 
[Please Insert here: Table 5: Range and frequency of verb tenses found in the reported clauses 
in the corpus] 
In some cases, where the present tense is making a general or summative comment, the 
formulation does not indicate ambiguity or an imprecise grasp of the structure in English. The 
following examples can be unproblematically interpreted as referring to a general state of 
affairs rather than a specific incident. The present tense is used in both reporting and reported 
clauses: ‘My family don’t really think that Lithuanian in this school is useful’; ‘My mum say 
my English is better’; ‘My mother thinks that I’m smart enough to do it by myself.’ 
In other cases, however, use of the present tense in the reported clause represents a 
divergence from standard construction of indirect speech in English, as in the following 
examples: “One of my teachers told me that in PDE that I’m doing the harder part”; “She say 
I don’t do it again”; “My teacher said it’s very good.” These and similar instances suggest 
that the structure has not been fully acquired by the speaker and thus represent an ongoing 
stage of language development. Furthermore, the nonstandard use of the present tense may 
also represent the lingering effect of the first language on the English speech. Janssen and 
Wurff (1996) point out that in both Russian and Polish, for instance, the same tense is used in 
both direct and indirect speech: ‘Ivan said: “Tanya is crying”; ‘Ivan said Tanya is 
crying/cries’. Similarly, in Lithuanian the verbs in both parts of the sentence in indirect 
speech are not in accord with one another but refer to the real time of the events. The 
Lithuanian and Polish students in our study who produced these ambiguous uses of the 
present tense in their indirect speech reporting may therefore have been influenced by the 
verbal pattern in their first language. The same is true for the Latvian speaker in the sample. 
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Though Dmitrij was able on one occasion to make the appropriate tense switch in his 
production of indirect speech (‘Miss Y announced she was joining in Maths some students’) 
he more often followed the L1 pattern of using the present tense (‘My teacher said it’s very 
good’). The other L1s represented in the sample (Italian, Portuguese and Urdu) share the 
same pattern of tense usage in indirect speech as English. Correspondingly, the students with 
those languages did not produce the nonstandard use of the present tense in indirect speech. 
Hybrid examples 
On several occasions in the corpus utterances seemed to blur the distinction between direct 
and indirect speech and appeared in what might be termed ‘hybrid’ form. This ambiguity is in 
part due to a difficulty facing the researcher in determining which of the two forms were 
intended and in part can be interpreted as a sign of the speaker’s incomplete grasp of the 
forms. The following examples illustrate three different types of causes of ambiguity in the 
reporting of the speech:  
(1) ‘So I ask the teacher what does it mean.’ 
Here, the ambiguity arises through the subject verb inversion in the utterance. Normally, of 
course, in English this would be an indicator of a question and therefore would have the 
status of direct speech. However, the absence of rising tone with the word ‘mean’ suggests 
either that this is intended as indirect reporting, and therefore a case of subject verb inversion 
in the indicative which occurs normally in several languages other than English, or it suggests 
indecision  on the part of the speaker. The difficulty for the researcher is compounded by the 
lack of clarity and degree of audibility in the utterance produced by second language pupils in 
this context, lacking confidence in the language.  
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(2) ‘They say it’s difficult for you to become a doctor because you have to do 
operations or something.’ 
In this case, the blurring is caused by a clash between the absence of the complentizer ‘that’ 
in the utterance, which suggests that this is likely to be represented as ‘direct speech’, and the 
use of the deictic pronoun ‘you’ which can be read either as specifically referring to the 
speaker herself or as a reference to people in general. 
(3) ‘She comes like two weeks of one day ask what my grades were [↗] what is my 
level [↗] how I do if I am good or bad [↗].’ 
In this example, the clash is between the use of the deictic pronoun ‘my’ and ‘I’, which 
suggest indirect speech, and the rising intonation at the end of each segment, which suggest 
direct speech. The confusion is further compounded by the mixture of present tense ‘is’ and 
‘am’ (indicating direct speech) and past tense ‘were’ (indicating indirect speech). 
The communicative functions of reported speech 
As Maybin has shown in her insightful analysis of talk, mainly elicited through interviews 
and off-task dialogue produced by 10 -11 year olds at a Middle school in England, the use of 
reported speech was a dominant feature. Adopting a Bakhtinian conceptualisation of voice 
and meaning making, Maybin’s analysis revealed that reported speech played a key role in 
representing ‘evaluative processes’ in the children’s talk. The use of reported speech was pre-
eminently ‘evaluative, involving some kind of judgement on the people, relationships and 
events which are being represented’ (2006, 93). Moreover, this mode of evaluation allowed 
the children to ‘reproduce the beliefs and values of their social world, inserting themselves 
into practices and genres’ as well as to express and reflect their ‘individual experience and 
positioning, and their personal efforts to understand other people and themselves’ (94). 
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Maybin’s sample consisted exclusively of white monolingual native speakers of 
English. What is the significance of her findings to the context of newcomer EAL pupils? 
Arguably, the use of reported speech can serve the same meaning-making functions of social 
integration, positioning and identification which would seem to be a crucial part of the 
socialising process experienced in this transitional stage of their schooling. How far do the 
instances of reported speech in our sample represent such functions and what is the range of 
communicative functions? 
To answer these questions on the basis of our own transcripts in this study, we 
analysed all the instances of the pupils’ direct speech in order to determine their 
communicative focus and how they related to the pupils’ expressions of evaluative judgments 
and interpersonal positionings. As Table 6 below indicates, the instances of direct speech 
mainly clustered around four categories of person: the pupils/speakers themselves; their 
parents, predominantly their mother, and to a lesser extent other members of the family; the 
teachers in their current school, with occasional comparisons made with previous teachers in 
country of origin; and their peers in the current school with occasional comparisons with 
friends back home. The table indicates the main communicative purposes in the direct speech 
instances in relation to the four categories of person ‘quoted’. 
[Insert Table 6 here: Table 6:  Communicative focus of reported speech] 
These discursive events also serve to indirectly highlight the underlying nature of the 
relationship between the EAL interviewee and their peers, teachers, or family, as indicated in 
Figure 1 below and the subsequent discussion of two case students. 
[Insert Figure 1 here. Figure 1: Interpersonal communicative functions of reported speech] 
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The way in which direct speech mediated the EAL pupils’ representations of their 
relationships, feelings and value judgements with respect to the experience of living and 
studying in a new linguistic environment can best be discerned by considering its use in the 
responses from two of the more prolific users of direct speech at the interviews who deployed 
the strategy to convey different social and subjective orientations. Andrius and Marijus were 
both Lithuanian boys who had arrived at the same project school from Lithuania at the start 
of the academic year, joining the Year 10 classes. Both were very forthcoming in the 
interviews and comparatively heavy users of direct speech in their discourse. 
A dominant feature of Andrius’s responses was his use of direct speech to provide 
evidence of his teacher’s endorsement of his work, as in the following extracts from his 
interview: 
but in the end she said, ‘Oh my God, this is...’  To quote her: ‘When I saw this I 
thought this was going to be too long but this is actually good,’ she said. 
to quote her – ‘This is too easy for you; you shouldn’t even be here; you should be in 
college somewhere right now doing English studies’.  
A lot of people praise me for... like in Art, Music or English, ‘Oh my God, you’ve 
drawn that?’ or ‘You can play that?’ or ‘Well it’s really complicated, the way you 
wrote that sentence or paragraph or essay,’ but, no, I always try and improve because 
I never feel like anyone can be perfect at anything, they always need improvement. 
Andrius’s command of English allows him to use the expression ‘to quote her’ to underline 
the claim that these are his teacher’s words and therefore represent external confirmation of 
the quality of his work. His reporting of teacher approval and praise thus serves the important 
dual purpose of confirming the speech as well as attesting to his academic and musical 
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potential. Andrius also used direct speech, in the form of reported thought, in more 
introspective comments in which he provided explanations for his actions or feelings, as in 
the following comments on his anxieties over exam performance: 
you just keep reading them before the exam and as soon as you come in you think, 
‘Oh what was that paragraph about again?’ and you forget everything. 
Always feels like there’s someone like...  Like I’m jinxing myself every time.  So the 
way I do it is I think, ‘I’m going to get a U’.  I get an A... 
Finally, Andrius’s self-conscious disposition as well as his proficiency in speaking English 
allowed him to express a degree of playfulness in his account of the link between his 
American sounding accent (acquired, he revealed through viewing cartoons in Lithuania) and 
perceptions of his identity: ‘And I actually play around with some people that say and I 
answer...  “Are you Canadian”  “Yes.’” Andrius also implicitly uses the notion of play in a 
tongue-in-cheek imaginary account of his motivation to learn French: ‘Maybe speak to a girl 
in French, think I’m saying something romantic.  I don’t know maybe I’m just talking about a 
food recipe and she thinks, “Oh that’s really cool; how deep you are”.  “No, it’s just a 
recipe”.’  
In both cases Andrius’s discourse suggests a teasing of his peer audience, in contrast 
to the more respectful role he allocated to his approving teachers. Andrius reported that his 
move to England was in part motivated by a need to escape from bullying at school in 
Lithuania and the unease in his relations with peers, including and primarily Lithuanian peers 
at school partly explained his need to turn to his teachers for endorsement and acceptance. 
Marijus, in contrast, gave the impression of being more rebellious and unsettled in his 
new environment. Direct speech in his responses was often used as a marker of his 
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Lithuanian identity within the school in England and of the difficulties he encountered in 
terms of integration. This was evident in his comments on his reliance on the Lithuanian 
peers to help him settle in the new school: 
Sometimes when I come to school I was like, ‘Oh, I don't know, I don't know what to 
do,’ and I was nervous, and first time I go in my class there is a Lithuanian people, 
and he say, ‘Oh, hello.  Just relax, sit here.’  And then another day I come there’s so 
much, about 20 people Lithuania, and he say, ‘Don’t worry, it’s good.  You go in the 
class here’ and it’s like everything sitting. 
Marijus uses direct speech more controversially as a kind of vehicle for the reporting of 
social division in order to highlight collective group tensions: 
if you got fights you can see him and he ask for another Lithuanian because  help and 
all Lithuanian come, and if you know just one England people ask him, he say, ‘Ah, 
it’s your problem, not mine,’ and Lithuanian, always people help you everything 
because you Lithuania. 
I’m not trying to get like English people friends and Pakistan because in [town name] 
it’s like I think my friends say it’s 4,000 Lithuanian people, so much people, and I’m 
just not like, you know, like Pakistan something just like chatting and you just say, 
‘Oh, it’s alright.’  I say, ‘I don’t want to speak with you,’ because I’ve got so much 
friends I don’t need that.  Because one time you know, yesterday happened, I come 
with Lithuanian people in park and there was like English people so much and they 
say, ‘Go out, go out, go out,’ and we say, ‘No, no, no,’ and they say, ‘Do you want a 
fight?’ everything like that.   
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His use of direct speech to report on instances of social friction also applies to his depiction 
of misbehaviour in the classroom and conflict with some of his teachers. The following is his 
account of ‘playing the game’ of confusing the teacher in a lesson: 
I think it’s one of the most happy things in the lesson is when some people like said, 
‘you said our lesson is like quiet’ and he do like something round the class, and then 
our class like laughing everything.  And he go out, yeah?  And he’s sitting, he’s just 
like waiting for something, and that Lithuanian people say he don’t do this, and like 
say, ‘No, I don’t do this, he do this,’ and then you go out and then you go like, ‘No, I 
don’t do this,’ and you must say why you do this.  And then when teachers like 
believe you and other people again go out, and it’s like a game you do.  Like teachers 
don’t know who do this and you just like do lessons funny and people not do 
anything.  You just play a game.  
While in the above quote the playful disruption is part of a group dynamic of mischief 
making, in other cases Marijus’s reported speech signals more independent-minded 
negotiation with teachers about, for instance, break-time rules (‘And I was talking with so 
much teacher like “why you can’t just open the gates and let us go to the shops or 
something?’”) or about completion of class work (‘But you don’t need to do this. Like you 
saying “I need to finish my coursework on Friday” and they don’t let you’). 
Direct speech similarly served the function of highlighting the negotiatory dimension 
of the pupils’ relations with their parents. Marijus, for instance, quoted an exchange with his 
mother about missing school for the day (‘When I got science or music lesson, I say to my 
mum “Mum, I don’t want to go in school”. Yeah, because it’s very, very hard. And my mum 
say, “You must go, you must learn’”). Elsewhere in the interview he reports on their 
negotiation over school results: 
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And if you got good grades they say ‘Oh my God, you’re very good. Like Friday I 
give you more money and you can go like in town everything’. Like they give, you 
know, ‘if you good in this you get more. If you’re not good you get low’. Like ‘if you 
good in science I buy you new game. If you’re bad in this I don’t buy you.’ 
In sum, these examples of the use of direct speech to represent interactions based on 
argumentation, compulsion, dispute, encouragement, persuasion, praise and other value-laden 
communicative exchanges are also indications of the EAL pupils’ representation of their own 
positioning in the relationships and social context of their new environment. 
 Conclusion  
Responding to the call for more research into the way EAL students’ language develops over 
time in particular contexts (Genesee et al. 2006), this study drew on an innovative 
methodology of authentic semi-structured research interviews to examine the progression in 
English made by newcomer EAL students in two schools in England. Analysis of the 
interviews conducted at two points twelve months apart shows that in terms of language 
development interactional features of the pupils’ discourse demonstrated improvement, with 
greater comprehension (evidenced by marked reduction of interpreter input with regard to 
translation and recast of questions) and improved comprehensibility of pupils’ English 
speech. Change in formal language features was noticeable in greater range and accuracy in 
use of verbs, including more accurate use of past tenses, and in the generation of more 
complex sentences through greater use of connectives.  The learners’ discourse also revealed 
a wider range of some of the targeted communicative features, such as conjecture, feelings 
and attitudes (likes and dislikes).  
Further evidence of language development can be found in the pupils’ use of direct 
and indirect speech. Direct speech was a popular discourse strategy in both interviews as a 
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way of referring to other instances of interpersonal interaction (whether real or hypothetical) 
while use of indirect speech increased noticeably in the second year. Indirect speech clearly 
still represented a challenge to most of the pupils even after two years at the school. Where 
pupils did use reported speech it allowed them to position themselves in relation to relevant 
others, in particular teachers, parents and friends, and so such speech can be said to mark 
socialisation (see Maybin 2006), where, for example, learners report endorsements of how 
well they are doing or accounts of tensions in their social interactions.  
Though the progression and communication reported here pertain to individual newly-
arrived learners with a range of experiences, academic performance indicators and initial 
competence in English, these patterns relating to the form and function of various discourse 
features across the cohort provide useful assumptions which teachers and researchers can 
explore in other school contexts. For example, while pupils’ reported use of their L1 at home 
or school did not emerge as a significant factor in the results, being involved in mixed first 
language friendship groups did seem to play a role in more varied and accurate English 
production, suggesting schools might consider how to encourage such mixed friendship 
groups. While our analysis has concentrated on evidence of change in the use of reported 
speech as a sign of language development, the implications of our findings are that from a 
pedagogical point of view it could be explored as a catalyst for progress.  Scaffolding pupils’ 
inclinations to use reported speech might benefit them both linguistically and in terms of their 
perspectives on social integration in their new environment.  
Several avenues for further research involving the dual focus of semi-structured 
interviews with EAL students are in need of exploration in order to extend our knowledge of 
how progression in English develops over time. Further longitudinal studies are needed 
which incorporate comparative analysis of language progression with EALs and their English 
first language peers. Teacher development work is also needed to frame the method as a tool 
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for formative assessment of pupils’ progression in English and awareness of their social 
experiences in the L2 socio-educational environment. 
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i
 We define ‘competence’ as implicit knowledge of the L2 and agree with Ellis and Barkhuizhen that ‘what 
learners know is best reflected in their comprehension of input and in the language they produce’ (2005, 21). 
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Speaks in L1 with interpreter, 
then English 
2.50 0.14 -1.826 .068 
Clarification of question by 
student 
.77 1.36 -1.207 .228 
Interpreter replies for student 5.86 2.09 -1.753 .080 
Interpreter scaffolds in English 0.18 0.00 -1.342 .180 
Interpreter translates question 4.86 1.64 -1.084 .279 
Interpreter asks student for 
clarification  
0.32 0.09 -1.186 .236 
Interviewer recast 4.50 0.41 -3.403 .001* 
Interviewer recast, still doesn’t 
understand 
0.32 0.00 -1.342 .180 
Interviewer repetition 0.09 0.23 -1.000 .317 
Repetition requested by 
student 
1.18 0.59 -.778 .437 
Non-sequitur response 0.68 0.95 -.717 .473 
Indecipherable response 2.59 1.73 -1.402 .161 
Pronunciation-based 
miscomprehension 


























Present tense (attempted) 13.95 14.95 -.187 .852 
Present tense (correct) 32.14 65.86 -4.109 .000* 
Past tense (attempted) 5.00 8.23 -1.551 .121 
Past tense (correct) 8.86 26.14 -4.011 .000* 
Future tense (attempted) 0.14 0.95 -2.672 .008* 
Future tense (correct) 0.59 3.73 -3.703 .000* 
Connectives 6.55 11.23 -3.968 .000* 
% Present tense correct 68.90 81.50 -3.068 .002* 
% Past tense correct 57.68 72.65 -2.321 .020* 
















                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
 






Z p Example 
Conjecture 
(attempted) 
0.36 1.59 -3.330 .001* ‘So if they gave in 
English, that’s fine.’ 




0.45 2.18 -3.487 .000* ‘A bit more easier.’ 
Comparison (correct) 2.00 6.41 -3.412 .001* ‘I feel now better than 
last year.’ 
Feeling (attempted) 0.45 1.00 -1.897 .058 ‘I just confused.’ 
Feeling (correct) 1.55 6.00 -4.006 .000* ‘I was really shy.’ 
Like/dislike 
(attempted) 
0.05 0.68 -2.889 .004* ‘My favourite sport 
cricket.’ 
Like/dislike (correct) 1.64 4.91 -3.159 .002* ‘I don’t like maths.’ 
% Conjecture correct 30.30 63.97 -2.867 .004*  
% Comparison 
correct 
57.84 71.09 -1.008 .313  
% Feeling correct 58.79 84.79 -2.587 .010*  
% Like / dislike 
correct 
72.73 84.37 -.789 .430  
 





                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
 




say/says/saying/said ‘he say to me “tell me something 
about Italy”’. 
117 16 
like ‘And she’s like “this is XX and 
she’s new in the school”’ 
31 5 
ask/asking/asked ‘They ask me “Do you remember 
what I said yesterday?”’ 
24 9 
no quotative ‘like in Art, Music or English, 
“Oh my God, you’ve drawn 
that?”’ 
8 6 
think/thinks/thinking ‘Well I’m thinking: “How do you 
say that in English?”’ 
5 4 
tell/tells/told ‘The teacher told us: “Do this 
work, do this unit”’ 
4 3 
go/goes ‘They go: ‘Come on, you need to 
make this’. 
4 4 
quote  ‘To quote her: “This is too easy 
for you. You shouldn’t even be 
here”’. 
1 1 
answer ‘I answer “Are you Canadian?” 
“Yes”. 
1 1 









                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
 
Tense / verb form Example N 
present ‘The teacher says she has 
problems in her family.’ 
37 
conditional ‘She thought it would be too 
repetitive.’ 
6 
infinitive ‘the teachers say to explain to 
him’ 
4 
future ‘She thought they will have 
something in common.’ 
2 
perfect ‘And then I’m tell him that 
I’m finished the question 
answers’ 
2 
Imperfect  ‘[the teacher] announced she 
















                                                                                                                                                                                    
 
 
Self Parents / family Teachers Peers 
Pride in finishing 
work before others 
Advice for the future Encouragement Intergroup identity 
Anxiety over work Asking about schools Communication Peer help (settling in, 
comprehension) 
Explaining action Encouraging 
homework 
Teacher help Helping new arrivals 
Explaining thoughts Discussing school 
report 




to go into school 
Comparing teachers 
in the UK and back 
home 
Comparing friends in 













 Seating instruction  
Expressing identity Comparing class 
teacher with support 
staff 
 


















Figure 1: Interpersonal communicative functions of reported speech 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
